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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

OFFICE OF NATIONAL ESTIMATES
3 October 1969

MEMORANDUM FOR THE DIRECTOR

SUBJECT: Politicel Development in South Vietnam: Propositions
and Perspectives

The proposition is frequently advanced that the Government of
Vietnam (GVN) can only compete with the Communists if it mekes
substantial progress in developing popular participation in the
political process. While acknowledging the need for continuing
efforts in this direction, the following parsgraphs argue that for
the foreseeeble future such progress is neither likely nor
critical,

I. SEITING

1. Despite the increased stability of the GVN during the
past few years, the effort to construct a broad political base
has achieved no more than partial and preliminary results. On the
positive side, the GVN leaders have shown a greater interest in
developing a more representative government and have taken a number

of small but encouraging moves to manifest this. Elections have
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been held; several efforts are underway to consolidate the numercus
small-based political factions in South Vietnam into more effective
groupings; and the political attention given to the rural mejority
has increased. But these moves are only & beginning; the GVN is

far away from any political takeoff point,

2, There are a varlety of reasons why greater political
progress has not taken place. The demands and strains arising
from the war, of course, are & major drag on concerted political
action, Also, even under the best of circumstances, South Vietnum
Possesses poor soil for national political growth. There jis no
tradition of popular participation in politics. Elitist leader-
ship based on the Confucian tradition is the norm outside of
Communist controlled arees; to the extent that political movement:
exist, they tend for historical reasons to rest on regional or
special interest groups. Their leadership is highly personalized,
their operational approach depends heavily on covertness and
maneuver, and they lack & concept of the national interest trans-
cending their small group interests. As a result, politics are
characterized by petty niggling rivalries, suspicions, and self-

seeking interests.
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3. These weaknesses are endemic and have contributed
to yet another lisbility -- the military's distrust of the
civilian political groups and of their will to address, let
alone solve, the couﬁtry's problems, It is not surprising thet
President Thieu operates most effectively behind the scenes and
appears somewhat ill at ease in his public efforts at party and
nation building. This probebly reflects & lack of conviction
thet the task of constructing a broad political base deserves
highest priority. His prime goal appears to be to fashion an
effective and viable government. This goal, for example, was
evident in the recent appointment of a new GVN cabinet. Thieu
caleulates that while civilian politicians can contribute to
effective government, it is military support and technical
competence which is essential and which must be reflected in

the governmental machinery,

II. PROSPECTS AND CONSEQUENCES

L, As the GVN tekes over more and more of the war effort,
the military's political role will be enhanced and its control
of the edministration will probably become more direct and

visible. Moreover, for the foreseesble future the military will
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remain the only non-Communist group with the assets and

the apparatus to operate with reasonable effectiveness on a
national basis. At the same time, the role and influence of the

US will undergo some change and new strains in US-GVN relations
may develop from conflicting pressures on Saigon to exercise
greater self-reliance in the war while it remeins heavily dependent

on continued US support.

5. A greater political role by the military would cause
disgruntlement among South Vietnam's political groups. It might
even lead some -- the An Quang Buddhists perhaps -- to consider
direct confrontation or perhaps the possibility of accommodaticn
with the Communists. A serious civilian-military split, however,
would be unlikely., In Vietnam, political ideels usually give way
to practical considersations, and most politicel groups would
continue to find the prospect of working with the military more
paletable and profitable than unyielding opposition to the GVN

or & deal with the Communists.

6. As for the people in the villages, their political
horizons are still largely limited to local conditions; their
primary concerns are with government actions thaet directly and

immediately affect their security end livelihood. They went
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reassonably honest village officials -- elected or sppolnted --

and @ reasonsbly honest and efficient bureeucracy that will essist
them in getting tetter schools, medical services, fertilizer,
seedé, ete., Above all, they want peace and security so that they
can merket their crops and raise their children. They do not
regard a growth in politicael involvement as en essentisl step

toward these goals,

7. Short of shedding ell pretense to legitimacy, and
perheps even then, Selgon is unlikely to yleld any significant
asdvantage to the Communists by alighting political development.
The "militerist, non-representative" complexion of the GVN has
long been a major Communist propagande line; e little more fuel
would not add much to the fire. While the war continues
and there is no sign of mejor progress in Paris, both sides sre
likely to be more concerned with militery performence and instru-
ments of political control then with populer image. A relatively
smooth process of Vietnamizetion might even enhance the appeal
of a militery-oriented government in South Vietnem. Should there
be a cease-fire and the prospect of a political settlement, some
added weight might be given to the GVN's image end to the loyalties

of important political and religious groups. On balance, however,
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even a shift of the struggle primerily to the rolitical arena
would probsbly tend to 80l1dify both Saigon's and the Communists?
reliance on tested instruments of control snd organizetion:

their ermed forces and administrative assets,

8. 1In the event of a more overt military cast to the GVN,
the Communists probably would expect their principal benefits
to accrue from the reaction of US critics of the war. They would
expect sucﬁ groups to increase pressure on Weshington to
abandon the GVN, In addition, they would probebly attempt to
stir up inecreased suspicion in Saigon of US intentions. The
surfacing of a less rigid line in the talks at some fubure point

might serve both these objectives.

9. As noted above, however, experience has glven the militasry
Some apprecistion of +the usefulness of a facade of representative
government, and they are unlikely to go too far in dismantling
it. For example, the constitutional framework almost certainly
Wwill be meinteined unless the military believes that it imperils
national survival. The military will be concerned primarily
with establishing sn effective government, but they also will
probebly continue their efforts to build s base of popular politinal

support. To *this end, they will continue to make use of
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the various political groups in South Vietnem, thereby keeping
these elements involved to some extent in the governmental process.
Finally, they are aware thet continued US support rests in part

on there being sensitivity in Seigon to the popular aspiretions
that do exist and some semblance of forward political motion.

They will continue to try to be responsive to advice along such
lines, though the results mey fall short of whet some might con-

sider necessary.

10, In sumrthen, as Vietnemization of the war occurs, the
Vietnamese will begin to do things more their own way. This will
probably meen a more direct reliance on the military in governing
the country, greater emphasis on a tightly-run government and less
emphasis on political parties and populer participation in the
politicel process. This might occesion a merked rise in the
chorus of opposition in the US to Americen involvement in Vietnam.
Within South Vietnam, however, the potentisl edverse effects would
be tempered considersbly by the militasry leaders having learned the
usefulness of meintaining a facede of civilien participation.
Moreover, most of the populetion will continue to be more immedl-
ately concerned with effective, honest government than with being

directly represehted in the governing process.

FOR THE BOARD OF NATIONAL ESTIMATES:

ABBOT SMITH
Chairman
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ABDOP SMTTH
Coples to: Director
% Fational Estimates
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